9 GANDHI AND TAGORE

THE POET’S ANXIETY
by M. K. Gandhi

Rabindranath Tagore was perhaps Gandhi’'s most famous
Indian contemporary, who traveled widely and was well known
abroad. Born in 1861, and thus eight years older than Gandhi,
Tagore became a noted novelist and poet, and received the Nobel
Prize for literature in 1913. He founded and presided over Shan-
tiniketan, a religious community and school in Bengal. Tagore
was referred to, by Gandhi and others, simply as The Poet and
also as Gurudev—a great teacher.

John Haynes Holnes once compared Tagore and Gandhi as
follows: “As different as Erasmus and Luther, these two men,
each in his own distinctive way, labor to bring in that new period
of world history which must mark an epoch in the annals of man-
kind.” Although Gandhi and Tagore were great enough men to
remain good friends all of their lives—and had the services of C. F.
Andrews to act as an intermediary between them for a quarter of
a century—they had their sharp differences. Andrews felt that
there was, between these two men, a “difference of temperament

+ Published in Young India June 1, 1921; reprinted with permission. Also in
M. K. Gandhi, Young India, 1919-1922 (New York: B. W. Huebsch, 1923),

pp. 608-13.
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so wide that it was extremely difficult to arrive at a common in-
tellectual understanding, though the moral ties of friendship re-
mained entirely unbroken.”

During the early satyagraha campaign, Tagore detected excesses
and frankly told Gandhi so in three different letters. Gandhi an-
swered these publicly in the columns of Young India on June 1,
1921. Tagore in a sense replied in a manifesto entitled “The Call
of Truth” published in the Modern Review in October 19z1.
Gandhi promptly answered this article in Young India on October
13, 1921.

THE PoET OF Asia, as Lord Hardinge called Dr. Tagore, is
fast becoming, if he has not already become, the Poet of the
world. Increasing prestige has brought him increasing responsi-
bility. His greatest service to India must be his poetic interpreta-
tion of India’s message to the world. The Poet is therefore sin-
cerely anxious that India should deliver no false or feeble message
in her name. He is naturally jealous of his country’s reputation.
He says he has striven hard to find himself in tune with the pres-
ent movement. He confesses that he is bafled. He can find noth-
ing for his lyre in the din and the bustle of Non-cooperation. In
three forceful letters he has endeavored to give expression to his
misgivings, and he has come to the conclusion that Non-coopera-
tion is not dignified enough for the India of his vision, that it is
a doctrine of negation and despair. He fears that it is a doctrine
of separation, exclusiveness, narrowness and negation.

No Indian can feel anything but pride in the Poet’s exquisite
jealousy of India’s honor. It is good that he should have sent to
us his misgivings in language at once beautiful and clear.

In all humility, I shall endeavor to answer the Poet’s doubts.
I may fail to convince him or the reader who may have been
touched by his eloquence, but I would like to assure him and
India that Non-cooperation in conception is not any of the things
he fears, and he need have no cause to be ashamed of his country
for having adopted Non-cooperation. If, in actual application, it
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appears in the end to have failed, it will be no more the fault of
the doctrine, than it would be of Truth, if those who claim to
apply it in practice do not appear to succeed. Non-cooperation
may have come in advance of its time. India and the world must
then wait, but there is no choice for India save between violence
and Non-cooperation.

Nor need the Poet fear that Non-cooperation is intended to
erect a Chinese wall between India and the West. On the con-
trary, Non-cooperation is intended to pave the way to real, honor-
able and voluntary cooperation based on mutual respect and trust.
The present struggle is being waged against compulsory coopera-
tion, against one-sided combination, against the armed imposition
of modern methods of exploitation masquerading under the name
of civilization.

Non-cooperation is a protest against an unwitting and unwilling
participation in evil.

The Poet’s concern is largely about the students. He is of opin-
jon that they should not have been called upon to give up Gov-
ernment schools before they had other schools to go to. Here I
must differ from him. I have never been able to make a fetish of
literary training. My experience has proved to my satisfaction that
literary training by itself adds not an inch to one’s moral height
and that character-building is independent of literary training. I
am firmly of opinion that the Government schools have un-
manned us, rendered us helpless and Godless. They have filled us
with discontent, and providing no remedy for the discontent,
have made us despondent. They have made us what we were in-
tended to become—clerks and interpreters. A Government builds
its prestige upon the apparently voluntary association of the gov-
erned. And if it was wrong to cooperate with the Government in
keeping us slaves, we were bound to begin with those institutions
in which our association appeared to be most voluntary. The
youth of a nation are its hope. I hold that, as soon as we discov-
ered that the system of Government was wholly, or mainly evil,

it became sinful for us to associate our children with it.
It is no argument against the soundness of the proposition laid
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down by me that the vast majority of the students went back
after the first flush of enthusiasm. Their recantation is proof
rather of the extent of our degradation than of the wrongness of
the step. Experience has shown that the establishment of national
schools has not resulted in drawing many more students. The
strongest and the truest of them came out without any national
schools to fall back upon, and I am convinced that these first
withdrawals are rendering service of the highest order.

But the Poet’s protest against the calling out of the boys is
really a corollary to his objection to the very doctrine of Non-
cooperation. He has a horror of everything negative. His whole
soul seems to rebel against the negative commandments of reli-
gion. I must give his objection in his own inimitable language.
“R in support of the present movement has often said to me
that passion for rejection is a stronger power in the beginning than
the acceptance of an ideal. Though I know it to be a fact, I can-
not take it as a truth. . . . Brahmavidya ! in India has for its ob-
ject Mukti (emancipation), while Buddhism has Nirvana (ex-
tinction). Mukti draws our attention to the positive and Nirvana
to the negative side of truth. Therefore, he emphasized the fact of
duhkha (misery) which had to be avoided and the Brahmavidya
emphasized the fact of Ananda (joy) which had to be attained.”
In these and kindred passages, the reader will find the key to the
Poet’s mentality. In my humble opinion, rejection is as much an
ideal as the acceptance of a thing. It is as necessary to reject un-
truth as it is to accept truth. All religions teach that two opposite
forces act upon us and that the human endeavor consists in a
series of eternal rejections and acceptances. Non-cooperation with
evil is as much a duty as cooperation with good. I venture to sug-
gest that the Poet has done an unconscious injustice to Buddhism
in describing Nirvana as merely a negative state. I make bold to
say that Mukti (emancipation) is as much a negative state as
Nirvana. Emancipation from or extinction of the bondage of the
flesh leads to Ananda (eternal bliss). Let me close this part of my
argument by drawing attention to the fact that the fina] word of
the Upanishads (Brahmavidya) is Not. Neti2 was the best de-
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scription the authors of the Upanishads were able to find for
Brahman.

I therefore think that the Poet has been unnecessarily alarmed
at the negative aspect of Non-cooperation. We had lost the power
of saying “no.” It had become disloyal, almost sacrilegious to say
“n0” to the Government. This deliberate refusal to cooperate is
like the necessary weeding process that a cultivator has to resort to
before he sows. Weeding is as necessary to agriculture as sowing.
Indeed, even whilst the crops are growing, the weeding fork, as
every husbandman knows, is an instrument almost of daily use.
The nation’s Non-cooperation is an invitation to the Government
to cooperate with it on its own terms as is every nation’s right
and every good government’s duty. Non-cooperation is the na-
tion’s notice that it is no longer satisfied to be in tutelage. The
nation has taken to the harmless (for it), natural and religious
doctrine of Non-cooperation in the place of the unnatural and
irreligious doctrine of violence. And if India is ever to attain the
Swaraj of the Poet’s dream, she will do so only by Non-violent
Non-cooperation. Let him deliver his message of peace to the
world, and feel confident that India, through her Non-coopera-
tion, if she remains true to her pledge, will have exemplified his
message. Non-cooperation is intended to give the very meaning
to patriotism that the Poet is yearning after. An India prostrate
at the feet of Europe can give no hope to humanity. An India
awakened and free has a message of peace and goodwill to a
groaning world. Non-cooperation is designed to supply her with
a platform from which she will preach the message.
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THE CALL OF TRUTH
by Rabindranath Tagore

.. . THE MoveEMENT, which has now succeeded the Swadeshi
agitation, is ever so much greater and has moreover extended its
influence all over India. Previously, the vision of our political lead-
ers had never reached beyond the English-knowing classes, be-
cause the country meant for them only that bookish aspect of
it which is to be found in the pages of the Englishman’s history.
Such a country was merely a mirage born of vaporings in the
English language, in which flitted about thin shades of Burke and
Gladstone, Mazzini and Garibaldi. Nothing resembling self-sacri-
fice or true feeling for their countrymen was visible. At this junc-
ture, Mahatma Gandhi came and stood at the cottage door of the
destitute millions, clad as one of themselves, and talking to them
in their own language. Here was the truth at last, not a mere
quotation out of a book. So the name of Mahatma, which was
given to him, is his true name. Who else has felt so many men
of India to be of his own flesh and blood? At the touch of Truth
the pent-up forces of the soul are set free. As soon as true love
stood at India’s door, it flew open; all hesitation and holding back
vanished. Truth awakened truth.

Stratagem in politics is a barren policy—this was a lesson of
which we were sorely in need. All honor to the Mahatma, who
made visible to us the power of Truth. But reliance on tactics is
so ingrained in the cowardly and the weak, that, in order to erad-
icate it, the very skin must be sloughed off. Even today, our
worldly-wise men cannot get rid of the idea of utilizing the Ma-
hatma as a secret and more ingenious move in their political gam-

« Reprinted from The Modern Review (Calcutta), October 1921, pp. 423-33.
Only a portion of the essay is reproduced here.
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ble. With their minds corroded by untruth, they cannot under-
stand what an important thing it is that the Mahatma’s supreme
love should have drawn forth the country’s love. The thing that
has happened is nothing less than the birth of freedom. It is the
gain by the country of itself. In it there is no room for any
thought, as to where the Englishman is, or is not. This love is
self-expression. It is pure affirmation. It does not argue with nega-
tion; it has no need for argument.

Some notes of the music of this wonderful awakening of India
by love, floated over to me across the seas. It was a great joy to
me to think that the call of this festivity of awakening would
come to each one of us; and that the true shakti® of India’s spirit,
in all its multifarious variety, would at last find expression. This
thought came to me because I have always believed that in such
a way India would find its freedom. . . .

So, in the expectation of breathing the buoyant breezes of this
new found freedom, I came home rejoicing. But what I found
in Calcutta when I arrived depressed me. An oppressive atmos-
phere seemed to burden the land. Some outside compulsion
seemed to be urging one and all to talk in the same strain, to work
at the same mill. When I wanted to inquire, to discuss, my well-
wishers clapped their hands over my lips saying: “not now, not
now. Today, in the atmosphere of the country, there is a spirit
of persecution, which is not that of armed force, but something
still more alarming, because it is invisible.” I found, further, that
those who had their doubts as to the present activities, if they
happened to whisper them out, however cautiously, however
guardedly, felt some admonishing hand clutching them within.
There was a newspaper which one day had the temerity to disap-
prove, in a feeble way, of the burning of [foreign] cloth. The
very next day the editor was shaken out of his balance by the
agitation of his readers. How long would it take for the fire which
was burning cloth to reduce his paper to ashes? The sight that
met my eye was, on the one hand, people immensely busy; on
the other, intensely afraid. What I heard on every side was, that
reason, and culture as well, must be closured. It was only necessary
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to cling to an unquestioning obedience. Obedience to whom? To
some mantra, some unreasoned creed? '

And why this obedience? Here again comes that same greed,
our spiritual enemy. There dangles before the country the bait
of getting a thing of inestimable value, dirt cheap and in double-
quick time. It is like the faqir with his goldmaking trick. With
such a lure men cast so readily to the winds their independent
judgment and wax so mightily wroth with those who will not do
likewise. So easy is it to overpower, in the name of outside free-
dom, the inner freedom of man. The most deplorable part of it
is that so many do not even honestly believe in the hope that
they swear by. “It will serve to make our countrymen do what is
necessary”’—say they. Evidently, according to them, the India
which once declared: “In truth is victory, not in untruth”—that
India would not have been fit for Swaraj. . . .

The Mahatma has won the heart of India with his love; for that
we have all acknowledged his sovereignty. He has given us a vision
of the shakti of truth; for that our gratitude to him is unbounded.
‘We read about truth in books; we talk about it; but it is indeed
a red-letter day when we see it face to face. Rare is the moment,
in many a long year, when such good fortune happens. We can
make and break Congresses every other day. It is at any time pos-
sible for us to stump the country preaching politics in English.
But the golden rod which can awaken our country in Truth and
Love is not a thing which can be manufactured by the nearest
goldsmith, To the wielder of that rod our profound salutation!
But if, having seen truth, our belief in it is not confirmed, what is
the good of it all? Our mind must acknowledge the truth of the
intellect, just as our heart does the truth of love. No Congress
or other outside institution succeeded in touching the heart of
India. It was roused only by the touch of love. Having had such
a clear vision of this wonderful power of Truth, are we to cease
to believe in it, just where the attainment of Swaraj is concerned?
Has the truth, which was needed in the process of awakenment, to
be got rid of in the process of achievement?

.. . From our master, the Mahatma—may our devotion to him
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never grow lessl—we must learn the truth of love in all its purity,
but the science and art of building up Swaraj is a vast subject. Its
pathways are difficult to traverse and take time. For this task,
aspiration and emotion must be there, but no less must study and
thought be there likewise. For it, the economist must think, the
mechanic must labor, the educationist and statesman must teach
and contrive. In a word, the mind of the country must exert itself
in all directions. Above all, the spirit of inquiry throughout the
whole country must be kept intact and untrammelled, its mind
not made timid or inactive by compulsion, open or secret. . . .

Consider the burning of cloth, heaped up before the very eyes
of our motherland shivering and ashamed in her nakedness. What
is the nature of the call to do this? Is it not another instance of a
magical formula? The question of using or refusing cloth of a
particular manufacture belongs mainly to economic science. The
discussion of the matter by our countrymen should have been
in the language of economics. If the country has really come to
such a habit of mind that precise thinking has become impos-
sible for it, then our very first fight should be against such a fatal
habit, to the temporary exclusion of all else if need be. Such a
habit would clearly be the original sin from which all our ills are
flowing. But far from this, we take the course of confirming our-
selves in it by relying on the magical formula that foreign cloth
is “impure.” Thus economics is bundled out and a fictitious moral
dictum dragged into its place.

Untruth is impure in any circumstances, not merely because
it may cause us material loss, but even when it does not; for it
makes our inner nature unclean. This is a moral law and belongs
to a higher plane. But if there be anything wrong in wearing a
particular kind of cloth, that would be an offense against eco-
nomics, or hygiene, or aesthetics, but certainly not against moral-
ity. Some urge that any mistake which brings sorrow to body or
mind is a moral wrong. To which I reply that sorrow follows in
the train of every mistake. A mistake in geometry may make a
road too long, or a foundation weak, or a bridge dangerous. But
mathematical mistakes cannot be cured by moral maxims. If a
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student makes a mistake in his geometry problem and his exer-
cise book is torn up in consequence, the problem will neverthe-
less remain unsolved until attacked by geometrical methods. But
what if the school-master comes to the conclusion that unless the
exercise books are condemned and destroyed, his boys will never
realize the folly of their mistakes? If such conclusion be well-
founded, then I can only repeat that the reformation of such
moral weakness of these particular boys should take precedence
over all other lessons, otherwise there is no hope of their becom-
ing men in the future.

The command to burn our foreign clothes has been laid on us.
I, for one, am unable to obey it. F) irstly, because I conceive it to
be my very first duty to put up a valiant fight against this terrible
habit of blindly obeying orders, and this fight can never be car-
ried on by our people being driven from one injunction to an-
other. Secondly, I feel that the clothes to be burnt are not mine,
but belong to those who most sorely need them. If those who are
going naked should have given us the mandate to burn, it would,
at least, have been a case of self-immolation and the crime of in-
cendiarism would not lie at our door. But how can we expiate
the sin of the forcible destruction of clothes which might have
gone to women whose nakedness is actually keeping them prison-
ers, unable to stir out of the privacy of their homes?

I have said repeatedly and must repeat once more that we
cannot afford to lose our mind for the sake of any external gain.
Where Mahatma Gandhi has declared war against the tyranny of
the machine which is oppressing the whole world, we are all en-
rolled under his banner. But we must refuse to accept as our ally
the illusion-haunted magic-ridden slave-mentality that is at the
100t of all the poverty and insult under which our country groans.
Here is the enemy itself, on whose defeat alone Swaraj within and
without can come to us.

The time, moreover, has arrived when we must think of one
thing more, and that is this. The awakening of India is a part
of the awakening of the world. The door of the New Age has been
flung open at the trumpet blast of a great war. We have read in
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the Mahabharata how the day of self-revelation had to be pre-
ceded by a year of retirement. The same has happened in the
world today. Nations had attained nearness to each other without
being aware of it, that is to say, the outside fact was there, but it
had not penetrated into the mind. At the shock of the war, the
truth of it stood revealed to mankind. The foundation of modern,
that is Westemn, civilization was shaken; and it has become evi-
dent that the convulsion is neither local nor temporary, but has
traversed the whole earth and will last until the shocks between
man and man, which have extended from continent to continent,
can be brought to rest, and a harmony be established. . . .

THE GREAT SENTINEL
by M. K. Gandhi

THE BARD of Shantiniketan has contributed to the Modern
Review a brilliant essay on the present movement. It is a series
of word pictures which he alone can paint. It is an eloquent pro-
test against authority, slave mentality or whatever description one
gives of blind acceptance of a passing mania whether out of fear
or hope. It is a welcome and wholesome reminder to all workers
that we must not be impatient, we must not impose authority
no matter how great. The poet tells us summarily to reject
anything and everything that does not appeal to our reason
or heart. If we would gain Swaraj, we must stand for Truth as
we know it at any cost. A reformer who is enraged because his
message is not accepted must retire to the forest to learn how to
watch, wait and pray. With all this one must heartily agree, and
the Poet deserves the thanks of his countrymen for standing up

+ Published in Young India, October 13, 1921; reprinted with permission.
Also in M. K. Gandhi, Young India, 1919-1922 (New York: B. W. Huebsch,

1923), pp. 668-75.




